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SESTRACT

A study tested the rrcycsition that three fActors
intluencing vcter behavior in nonpartisan school Lkudget elections are
(1) fiscal decisions made 5y boards ot education, (2) fiscal
ccomitements that are uncontrollatble by ftoards ol education, and (23)
expenditurcs iade by cther governrental units. The study concluded
that (1) about one-half of the variance in voter participation and
dissent is nct explained by these tactors, (2) the mnost consistent
stiruli ot participaticn and dissernt are uncontrollahle by boards of
educaticn in the budget election year, (3) teacher salary incieases
do not atfect rarticirpaticn and dissernt, (4) nonschool fiscal and
eccneonic tactors are not important predictors ot voter kehavicr in
school tudget elections, (&) the intluence of fiscal and economic
factors on electoral behavior ditfers according to the school
district's lcceticn, and (6é) participation and dissent in school
budget elections are highly related. Three factors that could result
in negative vecting are (1) comrunity ccrtlict over 4 nonfiscal
educational issue, (2) corganized cpgcsiticn to the school board, and
{(3) ccntests for school toard seats. (Author/LLR)
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INTRODUCTION

School budget elections lhave an unique place in the political
life of American cltizens. They represent the only situation in
local, state or netional governrent in whicl a duly elected legis-
lative body is required to curually submit 2ts proposed operatirg
tudget for the ensuing fiscal year to the electorate for approval.
Citizens are thus presented with the opportunity to play a direct
role by virtve cof their particiuation in the election in the
establishment of school district policy.

Feilure of an increa;ing number of districts in meny states
To win aprrovel for budgets in the public referendum has attracted
the attention oi concerned laymen, educators and researchers in recent
years. Vhile there is some evidence that the "taxpayers revolt"
of the 1950's and early 1960's was more nyth than reality (Carter,
1961 and Minar, 1966), there is no coubt that voter resistance to con-
stantly rising school. proverty tax rates increased dramatically
toward the end of the last decade.

The magnitude of the increace in New York State is illustrated
in Table L. The sirteen budget defests in 1965 represented 1.7
percent of the original subl.icsion budget elections in that year.

The number of defeats doubled in 1966 and egain in 1967. Firally,
1569 witnessed & high of 137.

These increases in defeals are even more dreanatic when
crmpared to the decline in total number of school districtes conductirg
budget eleciioris. Due to the consolidavion and annexation of
districts, the numter of commwon, union free and rentralized
school distriects in which budget elections nccur was reduced from
925 in 1965 4. 690 in 1969. The 137 defeats in 196% represented
20 per cent of the elections compared Lo 1.7 percent in 1665.

Another manifestation of the problen in New York State is
its spresd from the malor metropolitan areas to all areas of the
state. As recent as 1967 only 12 per cent of the school districts
outside of Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas (SMEA) experienced
budget defeats. That figure increased to 31 per cent in 1969,
Moreover, eighteen of the defeating districts had enrollments of



TABLE 1

NUMBER OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS EXPERIENCING
BUDGET REJECTIONS IN NEW YORK STATE

1957-69

Year Number of Districts Voting _ Defeats Per Cent
1957 * 17 *
1958 * ' 15 R
1959 * 34 o
1960 1221 8 5
1361 . * 20 *
1962 . | * 28 *
1963 1043 39 3.7
1964 * 27 *
1965 925 N 16 1.7
1966 ' 872 32 3.7

Mean number of defeats 1957-1966 23,6
Stanuard deviation 1957-1966 9.4

1967 : 786 69 9.0
1968 763 76 10,2
19A8 690 137 20,0

* Data not available




less then 1,000; seven had less than 500. One dlstrict had only eighty-
two pupils in grades kindergarten through six. Clearly, taxpayer re-
sistance to the spending plans of boards ¢f education has become &
posential reality for school districts in all areas of New York Stete.

Concern over the increase in bulge! defeats has focused on
two sets of problems., First, how do school dlstricts cope with the
conflicting pressures of increased costs and reduced revenues?

And in which areas should instructional programs be modified to
meet apparent electoral demand for reduced spending? Compourdinz
these ouestions 1s the paradox observed when some of the same
electoretes which fail to support school district spending programs
in the spring submii demands for more services =nd more "qualisy”
at othe:* noints in the sého&l vear.

The second et of prcblems deals with the political impli-
cations surrounding the failure of an electerate to support board
of education fiscal plans. ¥“hy are budgets turned down? What are
the factors that stimulate increased participation and dissent?
Should budget elections be abolished?

This paper deals with the second of those eareas of concern.
Specifically, e study is revorted which scugit to provide insight
into the relationship betweer fiscal factors associated with budget
decisions and increases in voter participation and dissent in school
budget elections. The first section of the report is devoted to a
brief examination of the theoretical framework in which voting takes
vlace. A second section reviews an analysis of 261 school budget
elections that occurred in New York State in the spring of 1969,

A third section <xamines conclusions drasm from the somevhat mixed
findings of that anslysis. Tne 1inal section is devoted to a

discussion of non-fiscal factors.

VOTER BEHAVIOR AND SCHOOL FINANCIAL ELECTIONS
The literature on voting behavior in pariisan and scheol
financial electicns suggests that voter affiliation and varticipation
it stable patterns over time., Changes in stable patterns can
occur when latent opinions are activated by certain stimuli. If

these newly activated opinions reach sufficient intensity, they
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can resu’t in changed behavior, particularly a decision to partici-
pate in the election, provided the individual experiences a gense
of efficacy, & belief that his vote will count (Campbell, 19603 Xey, 1963).

Voters who regularly participate in school budget electicns
tend to be supporters of the schools, and they represent a ccmpar-
atively small percentage of the poteuntial electorate, When certain
stimulus situations occur, citizens who do not normally participate
are drawa into the election, And when that election involves a first
submission budget, the new voters will more than likely cast
negative ballots. Indeed, Spinner contends that an iucrease in the
normal participation pattern of as little as five per cent wlll more
than likely result in the defeat of the referendum (Spinner, 1968).

So the question ncw becomes, which stimulus factors motivate
citizens to participate and cast negative ballots in school dbudpget
elections? In other words, which factors draw in the normelly
aquiescent or apathetic non-participants who tend to cast ‘no"
ballots?

One explanation commenly offered by educators and citizens
alike is that voters go to the polls to take out their frustrations
about steadlly mounting taxes at the local, state, and national
levels on the education budget. Voters, it is said, vent their
anger on school s, ending plans., The assumption is that the r.ore
school costs ard the resulting property taxes increase, the more
likely that school budgets will be defeated. This notioun holds that
increases in certain fiscal and ectnomic factors related to school
districts and local government are important stimuli to changes in
electoral behavior. It has hed some support from studies that have
queried individual voters as o why they voted as they did or
compared tax rates in passing and defeating school districts. But
the propositi.n has not, up t» this roint, heen subjected to systematic
investigation to determine the extent of the relationship between
fiscal and economic fa:tors asscciated with school finance ard the
behavior of local school district el:ctorates. It was the intent,
the., of this effort to.investigate empirically what is essentielly

an a priori explanation of why electorates behave as they do.
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A Proposed Yocdel

The specific purpose o< this study was to test the propesition
that (1) fiscal decisions made by boards of education, (2) fiscal
commitments not currently controllable by boards of education and
{2), expenditures by other goverrmental units are three key sets
of factors which infiuence voting bzhavior in non-partisan school
budget elections. The principal objective was to predict variations
in participation and dissent in the elections rzsultiag from variations
in the selected fiscal and eccnomic factors.

Model I illustrates the relationship between three categories
of input or stimulus factors and the outcomes of voter particivation
and dissent svggested by the sabove vroposition. r[he stimuins factors
at tre l2ft of the model are affected by variainions in che background
factors of size, growth and wealth in the outer circle. Values
and attitudes of individual voters represented by their own
voliticel pre-dispositions have heen the focus of much of the
research in voter behavior and are noted in the box in the center.
The individual ovinicn properties of s*abllity, intensity and
latency atrfect the extent to which stimulus factors influence
electoral behavior.

The ten independent or vredictor (stimulus) variables, two
dependent or criterion variables and four backgrouad variables are

summarized in Teble L The category School Fecturs: Board of

Fducetion Decisions includes those stimuli that are directly related

to educational costs the amounts of which are determined by the
board of education. Though board of education members may genuinely
vonder how much flexibility they actually have in ‘naking decisions
about these factors, electorates certainly hold their boards
eccountable for Iincreases vhen they occur. The predictor variables
utilized for these factors represent increases from the operating
budget for 1968-1969 in each dlstrict to the proposed budget Lhat

the electorate was asked to avprove for 1969-1970.

»

Tt shou’d be noted that the property tax rate was not used as a
predictor variable under the assumption that potential voters wowld be
influenced by increases in the rate from one year to anothev. Attention
will be givern to the tax rate iiself later in this paper.
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SUMMARY OF VARIAPLES

Per cent increase in school budget

Dollar amount of school property tax per $1,000
full valuation

Dollar amount increase in school properiy tex
rate per $1,000 full veluation

TPer cert increase i1n the sum of budget codes
A220-110, 1220-111, A220-112 salaries for
classrocm teachers

Per cent increase in BA minimum of the teacher
salary schedule

Per cent of the school budget to be raised from
the local school property tax levy

Per cent of the school budget for debt service
Per cent‘increase in debt service

Per cent ircrease inr county budget

Per cent increase in town budget

Dollar emount incresse in county-town property
tax rate per 31,000 full valuation

Dollar arount real valuation per Welghted
Average Daily Attendance

Median family income by county in 1967

Number of votes caxt in an election per each 100
resident children under eighteen years of age

Number of negative votes cast in an election per

each 100 resident children under eighteen years o ege



The category Schoocl Factors: Not Contrcllable by the Board ol
3

Fducation represents characteristics of the loéal school budget and

school fiscal climate cver which the boerd of Lducation has no contrel at
the time of the current election. Payments toEdebt service, including
both principal and ihterest, reflect the influTnce of past evente on
current spending. The portior of the hudget to be raised from the local
property tax levy represents provisions of the :state ald formula as

they affect the individual districts. Both facﬁors are major determinants
of the amount of money available for curient exﬁenditures within a total
school district budget. E

The category Non-School Factors deals wity the vroposition that

voters take out their frustrations about constar:ly rising exgenditures
and taxes for municipal, st..te and federal goveerents at the school
budget election. The factors uwsed in *his categpry are increases in the
county budget, the general fund appropriation of] the budget for the town
in which is found the largest portion of the schpol district's real
property valuation and the increase in the countir-town prorerty tax rate
from fiscal 1968 to fiscal 196C. The county-toyn property tex rate has
the advantage of being a tax administered on thg¢ seme base as the school
proverty tex and as Such can be resdily compared by the troperty owner.

In addition, it is easily wutilized in the analyfis of aggregate ccmmunity

data.

The final category, Kon-Fiscal Factors, wias not a sublect of this
investigaticn. Potential reletionships betweerinon—fiscal stimuli and
2lectoral behavior will be discussed briefly id the final section of
this vpaper. ;

The voting behavior of a cross section of electorates in almost
forty ver cent of the school districts in New fork State was observed
for this studr. The specific behavior investi&ated was the incidence of
participation and disvent in the first budget submitted to each electnrate
in Mey, Juno or July of 1969. If the originallreferendum vas defeatcd,
subsequent re renda in the same district were not observed. The velue
of each of the - cpendent veriables was expresscd as the number of votes
cast per eech 100 chiliren under eighteen vears of age who resided within
the boundaries of the school district.

Referenda selected for observation were categorized into tvwo
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groups. The first group inciuded 135 of the 137 districts in which the
original referendum was defeated. One of the two remaining districts is

a centralized high school district in which the electorate votes on school
budgets in each of the contributing elementary school districts as well

as the common high school district. For this reason it was excluded from
the sample. The other defeated district not included in the study changed
structurally between 1968 and 1969 as e result of centralization, thus
meking it impossible to ompare school district financial data for the

two years. '

The second group of districts was comprised of a random sample of
135 of the 555 remaining union free and central school districts throughout
the state in which the budget referendum passed when first submitted. As
f2e the case in defeating districts, centralized high school districts and
those involved in centralizations or annexations were not included.

Most of the school district data were obtained from budge* repérts
subnitted by esch district to the Division of Educational Management
Services of the New York State.Education Deparment., Salary dats for all
districts as well as voting tallies, amount of budget and amount of
property tax levy for defeating districts were obtained by questionnairé
from each of the districts. Date relative to town and county budgets and
tax rates were obtained from the official proceedings of the Board of
Suvervisors, 1967 and 1968 ror each of the counties in which ona of the
270 school districts was located. Useble data were collected from 135
vassing districts and 126 defeating districis for a total of 261.

Means and standard deviations-for passing and defeating districts
apvear in Table 2. Notable differences betveeu the two categories sre
the mean increase in the schorl property tax rate which is slightly more
than $1.00 greeter in defesting districts than in passing, 1 ': portion of
the budget to be raised from the local property tax levy whic 15 one-third
greater in defeating districts, and that derfeating districts are larger and
wealthier than passing. For the dependent variables, participation is twice
as large and dissent four times .s large in defeating districts.

The correlation matrix Tor the original sixteen variables is found in
Table 3. Two factorr stand out. First, the two dependent varlables,
perticipation and dissent, are strongly correlated; the correlation
ceafficient is .94. Second, the property tax levy is strongly correlated
with Spth participation erd dissent at .53 and .49 respectively. Other
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TABLE 2

MEANS AND STANDARD DZVIATIONS FOR SIXTEEN VARIABLES
FOR zA] SCHOOL DISTRICTS IN NEW YORK STATE:

l'assing Districts Defeating Districts
Varfables Mean St. Dev.  Mean St, Dev,
School factors (decisions)
SBI - school budget 8.9 % 6.8 % 11.4 %*~ 6.7 %
PTRI - school tax rate
increase $2.64. $1.90 $3.79 **  $2,29
SAL - teacher salarles 8.4 % 7.7 % 9.9 % 15.6 %
BA - salary schedule 4,6 % 2.5 % 4,9 % 3.0 %
School factors (not board
dec’: ons for current year
PTL - property tax levy 33,2 % 18,0 % 45,7 %** 18,2 %
DS~ debt service “.8 % 5.9 % 9.3 % 3.5 %
DSI- {ncrease in debt service 2:.1 % 90.5 % 11.4 % 26.1 %
Nou-suhool faviors
CB - county budget 13.4 % 33,7 % 19.4 % 9.7 %
T3 - tovsn budget 22.9 % 82.9 % 19.0 % 16.5 %
CTTR ~ county-town tax rate 3.72 $12,32 . $.386 $2.65
Backaround factors
GWTH %.5 % 23.1 % 7.1 % 15.9 %
SIZE 2497 2547 3847*%* 3320
PVPP $21,:96 817,115 $27,753** $15,333
MFI $ 2,781 - 8 604 S§ 3,383** $ 954
Criterion variables
participation 15.3 11,1 31.3 *k 13.5
dissent 4,9 5.1 18,3 *n 8,4
* gigniflcant at . (05 level " xx significant at , 01 level

11
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strong correlations can be observed between increases in town and county
budgets and the increase in the county-town tax rate. Also, the
expected strong correlations between wealth in terms of both ver punil

property veluation and median family income are .76 and .67 re-pectively.
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' ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

Anelysis of the data sought to amswer two questions atout the
. relationship between the stimulus factors and voter participation and
dissent. First, is there a positive, statistically significant rela-
tionship between each rred.ctor variable and each criterion variable?
Second, to what extent does eacl predictor variable contribute to
variations in each criterion ' ariable?

In answering these questinns, data were analyzed in four
categories usirg a linear multiple regression technique designed to
show the extent to which each predictor variable uniquely contributes
to variations 1ir. participati-n and dissent. In the first series of
runs, data for the entire semple werc organized into four categories:
passing-participation, passing-dissent, defeating participation, defeating-
dissznt.

Table 4 shows the variables included in each ruu for each category.
The fir:t regression included all fourteen var.ables. (The fifteentn
variable is the second dependent variable and was, o7 course, excluded
in all runs.) The second regression excluded the four control variables
as a group to cctermine the varisnce uniquely contributed by enrollment,
growth, taxable wealth and median family income. Then each of the ten
predictor veriables was excluded one at a time and each group of
variables excluded one at a time. In sddition, the two tax rates were
excluded together.

The results of this series of runs are indeed surprising. Only
one of the fiscal and economic fectors has a positive, statistically
significant relationship to participation and dissent. (See appendix A
for tha tables of standard regression coefficients for this series cf
runs.) And the same factor, the portion of the school budget to be
reised from the property tex levy, is the only one that has an important
effect on the criterion variables. As Table 5 shows, once the background
variables are excludei, the fiscal and economic factors account for
only 18 to 29 per cent of “he variance, depending upen the category.

The tax levy contributes 5 to 18 pr> cent of that small amount.

More surprising is the almost total lack of importance of the

two categories of variables expected to be strong Indicators of partici-

yation end dissent consistent with the common .otion about causes of voter
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TABLE 4

PREDICTOR VARIABLES INGLUDED AND EXCLUDED
FROM MULTIPLE REGRESSION RUNS *

Number of Variables

Number of Run Varfables Excluded Included
1 14
2 SIZE, GWTH, PVPP, MFI 10
3 SBI | 13
4 PTRI 13
5 SAL . 13
6 BA _ 13
7 SAL, BA 12 .
8 SBI, PTRI, SAL, BA | 10
9 PTL | 13

10 DS | 13
11 'DSI ' 13
12 © PTL, DS, DSI 11
1% CB - 13
14 TB ' 13
15 © CTIR - 13
16 CB, TB, C;rTR ' 11

17 PTRI, CTTR 12

*'I“he property tax rate {(PTR) was not included in this
o series of regression runs.

== 15
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TABLE .5

UNIQUE CONTRIBUTIONS OF FOURTEEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES
TC VARIANCE IN PARTICIPATION AND DISSENT
(R of all varfables - R? of variable 1)

Passed .Defeated
Variabl A== _—
tarlables Part Dissent Part Dissent
All variables L33 37 J28%* J26%*
All variables less L28%* L29%* J22%* L1gn*
background vaiiables
11-14, background variables .04 L 08 L07* L 08**
School factors {(board
decisions)
1, Increase in budget .00 .00 .00 .00 :
2, tax rate .00 . .00 .00 .00 ;
3, teacher salaries .00 .00 .00 .00 ‘
4, BA minimum .00 .00 .01 .01 i
3&4 .01 .00 .01 .01 ‘
1-4 .01 .01 .01 .02 :
Schoo! factors (not board l
decisions for current year) 3
5, tax levy ,18%% L16%* LQB*Y LOS** !
6, debt service .00 .01 L04** 04**
7, increase in debt scrvice .00 .00 .02* .01 ‘
5-7 L18** J17%% L12%% L0g** !
Non-schoo! factors
8, county budget .00 .00 .00 .00
9, town budget .00 .00 LQ2%* L03**
10, tax rate .00 .00 .00 .00
8-10 .00 .00 .03 .03
i

* significant at , 05 level
** significant at .0} level
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resistance. Neither School Factors: Board Decisions nor Non-School

Factors app=ar to influence electoral tehavior in any discernadle manner.
But a careful look at the results also suggests —hat sore strange
things may be happening as a result of esnalyzing the data for the state
as a wkhnle, For example, the indication that defeating districts are
wealthier than passing distriets is not only contrary to a common sense
expectsation, but also runs counter to previous research on school
fir .ncial elections (Minar, 1966). The high correlation between wealth
and ter levy suggests that the explanation may be found by looking at
the wealthier metropclitan New York area in which fifty-eight of the
137 defeats occurred independent of the remainder of the state., And the
importence of the tax levy as a predictor of participetion and dissent
also suggests that it might be useful to include the tax rate -- the
reader will remember that the increase in tax rate was the variable
used -- as a poiential predictor.variable, The assumption ig that
the unusual upstate-~downstate differences that characterize New York
State educational finance data may be masking the real influence of
fiscal end economic factors on electoral behevior.
With this problem in mind, the 261 districts were stratified into
three groups and subjected to a series of regression runs independently

for each group. The twc salary variables and the entire Non~School Factors

group were dropred since they had no explanatory value in the first series
of runs. The school property tax rate was included along with the inc.ease
in school budget and increase in tax rate in the School Factors: Board
Decisions grcup. Chenges from the originel series of runs are notable.

Though fewer predictor variables were included, the amount of variance

in voter participation and dissent attributable to all variables ranged
fre.l a low of 43 per cent to ¢ high of 53 per cent. But the more striking
result is the differences ¢«Lserved between the three groups of districts.
Table 6 shows that in rural éistricts (Non-SMSA) the fiscal end economic
factore contritute approximately one-{ifth of the variance while in the
other two groups {Metropolitan New York City SMSA and Upstate SMSA) they
predict bvetween 33 and 40 per cent. Also, in the latter two groups of

districts the School Factors: Board Decisions categery has become

particularly importart. The School Factors: Not Controllable group
revaing its strength only in the Metropolitan New York SMSA districts.
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(In some subsequent runs the tax rate was included in this category

rather than in School Factors: Board Decisjons substantially increasing

the unique contrivution of that category.)

Decpite thece interesting differences, some caution is iu order
in interpreting the data when run for the three groups of districts.
First, passing Jistricts were not sempled rendomly within the three
groups, but throughout the state as a whole. Second, and closely
related to the sampiing technique, only in the Upstate SMSA were
passing and defeating districts reasongbly belanced. The New York
SMSA, for example, had fifty-eight defeating and only nineteen passing
distriets. TIn each of the three groups, however, the means of the
background variables were subJected to a t-test for two independent
samples. The results of those tests indicate that the groups are represen-
tative of the population of school districts within each group.

Table T sumnarizes the results of the regression runs for the
Metropolitan New York SMSA. Increases in the budget and tex rate are
mildly influen*t’al, but they are also overshedowed by the importance of
the tax rate itself for both participation and dissent. And the
influence of the tax levy variable is perticularly important in the
second gruup of factors.

The summery of the Upstate SMSA date in Table 8 raises some
interesting questions abou: the possible interactions that may be
occurring among predictor variables. The unique contributions of
individuel as well as groups of variables fall far short of adding up
to the veriance explained by all varisbles, something that does not
occur in tie New York SMSA. Though the total r2 is much lower in rural
districts, the same results can be observed in Teble 9, The extent
and neture of the intaeractions are left unexplained by the statistical
treatment used in this study, but they deserve additional examination.

CONCLUSIONS

This study sought to determine the relationsh.p between a number of
Tiscal and economic factors thought to be related to electoral behavior
in school budget elections in New York State. Six conclusions cen be

drawn from the analysis of data.

ERIC

s 19



Table T

UNIQUE CONTRIBUTIONS OF TEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES TO VARTATION IN
VOTER FARTICIPATION AND DISSENT IN 77 SCHOOL DISTRICTS
IN METROPOLITAN NEW YORK SMSA*

Variables Particiration Dissent

A1) veriables A3 A7

Background variables .06 .07

Six fiscal variables {all variables .37 Lo

less background variables)

Three School Factors (Board Decisions) J1 -3
Increase in school budget .0b Noki
Increase in tax rate .02 .00
Tex rate 07 .10

Three School Factors (Not Board Decisions) .26 18
Tax levy .20 | A1
Debt service .01, .00
Debt service increase .01 .05

#19 passing districts, 58 failing districts
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Table 8

UNIQUE CONTRIBUTIONS OF TEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES TO VARIATIONS IN
YOTER PARTICIPATION AND DISSENT IN 57 SCHOOL DISTRICTS
IN UPSTATE NEW YORK SMSAs¥*

Variables Partiecipation Dissent
All variaebles 18 53
Background variables .15 .1b
Six fiscal variables (all variadbles .34 .39
less background variabies)

Three School Fectors (Board Decisions) .21 .23
Increase in school budget .00 | .00
Increase in tax rate .03 .05
Tex rate ' 11 .09

Three School Factors {Not Board Decisions) .03 .02
Tex levy 02 .02
Debt service o . .00 . .00
Debt service iﬁcrease .00 . .00

%28 passing districts, 29 failing districts
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Table 9

UNIQUE CONTRIBUTIONS OF TEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES TO VARIATICNS IN
VOTER PARTICIPATION AND DISSENT IN 127 SCHOOL DISTRICTS
1N RURAL WEW YORK STATE COUNTIES*

Varlgbles Participation Dissent

All variebles .23 L9
Background variables .01 .03
8ix fiscal variables (all variebles 22 .16
less back ground variables)

Three School Factors (Board Decisions} .01 .01
Increase in gchool budget .00 . G0
Tucrease in tox rate | .00 .00
Tax rate . 01 .00

Three School Factors (Not Board Decisions) .02 .02
Tax levy .02 .02
Debt service .00 . .00
Debt service Increase T .00 .00

#88 pnssing districts, 39 falling dlstricts

22
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1. Approximately helf of the verisnce in participation and dissent

is not e¢xpleined by the fiscel und economic fectors ur the background

variables used in this study. [ndeed, the fiscel and economic factors

explain less than 30 per cent of the variance in either passing or
failing districts statewide and not more than Lo per cent when the
districts were stratified into Metropolitan New York SMSA, Upstate SM3A
and Rural cetegories. VWhile it may be possible to explain more of the
variance in electoral behavior with fiscal variables that were not used
such ac the increase in the scltool property tax rate over a period of
several years, the evidence at hand suggests that attention be devoted to
two other sets of factors. One set deals with provisions of individual
schuol district budgets that tirn out to be controversial in the particuvlear
community. The second set of factors is non-fiscal in nature. Attention
will be given to non-fiscal fectors later in this paper. .

2. The most consistent stimuli of perticipation and dissent are

not controllable by boards of education in the yeer in wnich the election

occurs. The portion of the budget to be raised from the local property

tax levy is the only importen!. predictor for the state as a whole. When

date are examined within stratified groups of school districts, increases

in deb! service become mildly important in predicting dissent in the
Metropolitan New York SMSA, dbut not in other strate. More importent, if

one accepts the proposition iliat hoards of education have little if any

real control over the level o' the property tax rate -- even & small

increase makes a high tax ratc higher -- there is more reason to be

impressed with the importance of factors not controlleble by local authorities
dwring the year of the observed referendunm.

3. Teacher selary incrieases have ng _effect on particivation and

dlssent. This will come as & surprise to those who contend that large
salary increases stimulate voter resistance. Illven though increases in
professional salaries showed 2 reasonably strong correlation with budget
increases, correlation with the critexion variables was quite weak. In
addition, the regression coefficients were not significant and the unique
contribution was zero in all categories state-wide. It is conceivalle that
the controversy surrounding & large salary raise In a particular district
will create increased participation and negative Qoting. But it is
equally clear that in the agrregate larger salary increases are not

O
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associated with greater participation and dissent.

. Non-school fiscal factors are not important predictors of

electoral behavior in school budget elections. County and town budget

increases have no role to play in stirulating participation and dissent.
Thais is 2130 true ¢f the county-town tax rate increase. The county-town
property tax rate, the level of taxation for other Jurisdictions, does
have a mild influence on dissent when data are examined by stratum.

In genersl, voter resistance to school budgets is a function of scheol
district finance and politics and not closely related to other local
governmental units.

5. The influence of fiscal and eccnomic factors on electoral

behavior differs according to the geographical area in which the school

district is located. Indeed, in examining the aggregate influence of

school finance data on any phenomenon, the investigator would be well
advised to distinguish between districts in the metropolitan New York
City area and those in the rest of the state. For example, the mean
tax rate in passing districts in the Kew York SMSA was higher in 1969
than in upstate dsfeating districts. Similarly, the portion of the
school budget to be raised from the local property tax levy was also
higher in the dowastate area. Both factors are a direct result of the

$760 ceiling on per pupil expenditures eligible for state aid under the

" New York State aid formula. The vast majority of downstate districts

spend well above the ceiling.

The most striking difference in the relative influence of the
fiscal and ecouomic factors among strata occurs in rural districts. The
predictor variables are far less important leaving mcre variance to be
expleined by othe:r factors.

6. Participation and dissent in school budget elections are

highly related. 'This finding is consistent with those of earlier studies

by Carter (1961), Minar (1966), end Spinner (1968). Generaliy speaking,

the higher the participation, the greater the dissent.

THE UN-EXPLAINED:VARIANCE AND NON-FISCAL FACTORS
The purpose 6f this study was to investigate empirically one set
of stimuli which are assumed tc motivate the normally inattentive,
uninformed and hon-supportive citizens with erratic voting patterns to

participate in school tidget elections by casting negative ballots.

24
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The set of fiscal and economic factors selected for study are believed
by many laymen und educators to be the factors which best explain

voter resistance. Indeed, the typical reason given for the defeat of
school budgets is that taxpayers are in revolt against increaszd spending

for governmental services, education included, and they are taking out

their frustrations on the school budget. But that common assumption is

open to question; at best 1t only Lartially explains varietions in
electorsl behavior.

With half or more of the variance in voter participation and dissent
unexplained by the variables used in this study, it would be useful to
consider other factors. While some other factors could certainly be
fiscal,* it is doubtful that additional fiscal veariables would be
regarded as direct or visable stimuli to the same extent &s many of
those that were used. Non-fiscal factors, particularly those that are
related to controversies surrounding the schools are more likely to be
direct stimuli of voter participation and dissent.

In approaching the question of the rélationship between non-fiscal
factors and budget referenda, the findiags of this study suggest that
the act of voting in a school financlal election is often conceptualized
in much too nsrrow terms, It is seen only as support of or failure to
support & particular spending plan. While in effect support of the
board of education on a financial issue is the imriediate question &t
hand, voters are motivated to participate and cast "yes" or "no" ballots
as a result of a configuration of stimuli. School budget elections are
not Just an opportunity for voters to express their concerns about spending
for schools or even puvor econcmic conditions in general. They are also
the only opportunity available to most electorates to play a direct role
that can have immediate impact in affecting board of education policy
decisions. The school budget election becomes for at least some voters,
then, a referendum on the effactiveness of the schools in general. rather
than simply & judgement about the wisdom of a particular spending plan.
Tnis notion certainly comes aB no surprise to thoughtful observers of school
district conflicts.

™e specific relationihip between non-fiscal ztimulus factors and

voting behavior involves the notion of latent negativism: negative

attitudes toward the school district are activated at occasional school

budget elections when there are stimuli present sufficiently strong to

The irncrease in the property tax rate and tax levy over s perioed of,

‘'say, five years are two that come to mind.
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motivate the citlzen to vote., TFor example, lét us také a cltizen who
rarely partizipates in a scheol budget election. While hé is generally
apathetic or acquiescent towards school issues, he does harbor feelings
that the schools are not-doing things the way he would like to see them
done. But he rarely has conversations with other citizens about these
feelings. When it comes time to vote on the annual budget, he usually
concludes, "Why bother?" Then an issue does arise in the community
which concerns him, say the implementation of a sex education curriculum
or an incident that challenges his ccncept of proper discipline for
pupils. Local newspapers carry stories about the issue. It becomes a
topic of conversation in social groups and in the family, The school
board and administraticon are critized for thelr handling of the
situation. Conversations expand to other issues that disturd resideants
of the school district. Our citizen realizes that »thers share his
negative feelings towards the schools. The result is that he turns

out for the budget election and indicates his lack of confidence in the
s hools by casting a negative balloi.

In other words, the existence of a non-fiscal factor can activate
the lasent negativism that exists within an electorate and affect the
outcomz Of an election in the same rnanner as a fiscal issue. The school
budget serves as a proxy issue on which some voters choose to withdraw
the authority they have given to the toard of education. New vecters
attracted into the election by a controversy disturd the stability of
participation patterns. These voters may be saying that taxes are "too
high " but they are leaving unsaid another phrase to that sentence,4 "for
vhat the schools are doing." The dramatic increase in voter resistance
to school budgets in New York State in the late 1960's may be a
citizens' revolt against the education establishment in general as much as
a taxpayers' revolt sgainst increased spending.

Certer and Odell (1966) observed this phenomenon i their studies
of comnunication patterns, citizen varticivaticn and voter behavior.
They reconstructed over 2,000 conversations in five school. districts
within the ten day period prior to a financial election. In about half
of those conversations in which the election was a tepic, another
school-related topic was also discussed. The authors note that many
electcrel decisions are not made on the issue stated for the referendunm.
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Votes are cast on isaues that are secmingly irrelevant to the main
issue. Cousidering this nhenomenon, Carter and 0dell observe:

Ultimately, any education issue can be reviewed where there

is a vote on board representatives or support for the school
program. So the voices of those citizens who do exercise

the vote are powerful. But, because they are removed from the
course of decision-making, their voices are often frustrated
and protesting.

These citizens must speak when they can. And the occasicnael
opportunities they do have must serve as chances to voice
their opinicns on whatever issue is important to them -- not
necessarily tne issue which is presented for their approval.
Thus, for example, vhen a sample of registered voters was
asked in a previous study what information they wanted during
e bond icsue campaign (related only tc building plans), they
most often wanted information on the curriculum. (Carter and
0dell, 1966, p. 30)

This "spill-over" effect of one kind of issue into enother is
a not uncommon factor with which political actors at the local government
level including board of education members and school administrators
must deal. Coleman, in his study of community conflict, observed the
transformaticns that occur after a conflict has been generated (Coleman,
1957). Conflicts tend tco expand from the specific issue to generalized
opposition to tlie leadership structure. New and different issues
arise. The community becomes more rolarized. One of the perennial
issues in school districts is increased spending for the educational
program. Certainly the increased level of communication created by
an originally unrelated issue cr cénflict ran serve as a catalyst for
th: exprescion of negati.e attitudes toward the schocls, And all of
th: activities surrounding the conflict contribute to the individual
voier's sense of political efficacy: his perception that cothers sk.re
his3 attitudes toward the schools and the bcard of education and that
thare will be scme value in his voting.

So the level and minifestations of conflict vresent within a
sc100l district are worth examining in any effort to explain the large
amd>unt of varimsnce in electoral behavior left un-explainea by the
fiscal and cconomic factors {ncluded in this study. One of the primary
indicators of conflict is the existence of a citizens group crganized
in cpposition to the board of education. The community group may be

on: of many created in recent yesrs for thc sole purpree of reducing

O
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taxes. Or it may emphasize other kinds of issues or have been organized
simply to elect certain kinds of candidates to the board of education.
In any case, the function of each kind of corganized opposition to the
board of education is to activate the negativism on the part of citizens
who are normallyrapathetic towards or acquiescent to the manner in which
the local schools are operated.

Another factor which &lco deserves examination is the relationship
between the board oi education election and the budget referendivm. 1In
the vast majJority of school districts in New York State voting on both
items occurs simultanecusly. In the remaining districés the budget
referendum and the electicn of bosrd members occur only one Gay apart.

It is reasonable to assume that when there is a contest for a seat on the
board of education, there will be more interest in the election because
voters will be concerned abouvt the outcome of the becard contest. If

the contest generates an active campaign fur the board seat, interest
will be greater yet. The result may be that voters participate in the
budget referendum because they have chosen to participate in the board
eiection. While there is a real question about which election stimulates
participation in the other, there is good reason to expect that partici;
pation and dissent will be higher when there is an active contest for

a seat on the Lcaird of education.

SUMMARY
Based on an analysis of date by a multiple regression technique
for 261 of the 690 common, union free and centralized school districts
in New York State for the original submission school budget electicns
in the spring of 1969, six conclusions were made about the relationship
between electoral behavior and & number of fiscal and economic tactors
expected to stimulate that behavior. The six conclusions are summarizad
as follows:
1. Approximately one-half of the varilance in voter participation
and dissent is not explained by the factors used in the study.

2. The most consistent stimuli of participation and dissent are
not controllable by boards of elucation in the year irn which
the election occurs.

3. Teacher salary increases have no effect on participation and
dissent.
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4, Non-school fiscal and economic fectors are not important
predictors of electoral behavior in school budget elections.

5. The influence of fiscal and economic factors on electo.al
behavior differs according to the geographical area in New
York State in which the school distriet is located.

6. Participation and dissent in school budget elections are
highly related.

The increase in school property *ax rates and tex levies as &
proportion of the total budget over a period of several years were
suggested as additional fiscal factors with potential explanatery power.

The proposition was offered that the latent nezativism that exists
within communities may be stimulated as much by citizen perceptions of
the effectiveness of the local schools as by costs of education, Three
non-fiscel factors were suggested that could activate the latent negativism
with the result that voters withdraw their support from the school districu
by casting negative besllots in the school budget election. They are:

1. Community conflict over a non-fiscal educational issue.
2. Organized opposition to the board of education.

3, Contests for seats on the board of education.
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‘Appendix
Table I

. STANDARD REGRESSION COEFFICIENTS AND COMPUTED

T VALUES FOR TEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES WITH
DISSENT IN PASSING DISTRICTS

Standard
Regression Computed
Varlable Coefficlent . T Value
SBI Increase in school budget -.001 ~0.13
PTRI Increase in school tax rate . 004 0.49
SAL Increase in teacher salaries . 008 0.74
BA Increase in BA minimum ~-,003 -0.35
PTL * Proportion of school budget . '
from local property tax levy .074 5,54**
DS Proportion of schoo! budget ) '
for debt service .010 1.16
DSI Increase in debt service -,000 - =-0,50
CB Increase in county budget .000 : 0,01
TB ' Increase in tovn budget -,000. , -0.20
'CTTR Increase in county-town _ '
property tax rate . 000 0.00
* significant at , 0S5 level ** gignificant at . 0] lavel
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 Table II

STANDARD REGRESSION COEFFICIENTS AND COMPUTED
T VALUES FOR TEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES WITH
PARTICIPATION IN PASSING DISTRICTS

Standard
Regression Computed
Variable Coefficient T Value
SBI Increase in school budget -,005 -0.51
PTRI Increase in school tax rate .001 _ 0.13
sAlL Increase {n teacher salarles ,009 0.88
8A Increase in BA minimum -, 004 -0,39
PTL ° Proportion of school budget _ :
from local property tax levy ,077 5,60%*
DS Proportion of sch>ol budget
for debt service *+,005 ‘ 0,52
81 Increase In debt service -, 008, : «0,37
. CB Increase i{n county budget ,004 o 0,12
TB " Increase in town budget -,015 ‘ -0,49
CITR Increase {n county-town ' )
property tax rate , .002 : 0,06
* sigr.ificant at . 05 level ** gignificant at , 01 level
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Appendix
Table III .
STANDARD REGRESSION COEFFICIENTS AND COMPUTED

T VALUES FOR TEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES WITH
PARTICIPATION IN FAILING DISTRICTS

; Standard 1
Regression Compute
Variable Coefficient T Value
SBI Increase in school] bucget , 001 ~-0,02
PTR! Increase in school tax rate |~ .003 0,27
SAL Increase in téacher salaries .001 -0,06
BA Increase in BA minimum .009 1.07
PTL Proportion of school budget )
from local property tas ievy . 063 3,56%**
DS Proportion of school budget
‘ for debt service . 025 2.06%*
DSI Increase in debt service -,017 -1.64
+  CB Increase in county budget . 004 0.18
TB Increase In town budget -,018 -1,9%4
CTTR Increase in county-town '
property tax rate ' -,003 -0,32
* significant at .05 level L ** gignificant at .01 level
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Table IV

STANDARD REGRESSION COEFFICIENTS AND COMPUTED
T VALUES FOR TEN PREDICTOR VARIABLES WITH
DISSENT IN FAILING DISTRICTS

Standard
Regression Computed
Var{able ‘ ' ‘ Coefficient o T Value
SBI  Increase in school budget ' .002 0.12
PTRI  Increase in school tax rate .015 1.33
SAL Increase in teacher salarles .038 0.48
BA Increase in BA minimum .008 \ 0,92
bTL,  Proportion of school budget
from local property tax levy .051 _ 2,83%*
DS Proportion of school budget : '
. for debt service .022 2,]15%*
DSI  Increase in debt service -,012 -1,14
C3 Increcase in county budget . 004 0.42
TB Increase in town budgei -.020 . -7 .10
CTTR Increase in county-town ‘
property tax rate -.004
* slgnificant at .05 level « ** glgnificant at . 0! lr.
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